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Looking at Interdisciplinary
Thematic Learning in Select Middle
Classrooms through Collaborative
Action Research
Dr. Helen V. Gill is an associate professor in the Department of Teacher Education
and Professional Development at Central Michigan University. She teaches
graduate and undergraduate courses in reading and literacy. She has been an
elementary teacher, a secondary reading specialist, and a district Chapter I/Title I
director.

ollaborative action research, in
reading as elsewhere, is increas
ingly being hailed as a new idea
with great promise for staff development, teacher empowerment, and the
linking of theory and practice. Beginning
with a felt need, usually on the part of individual teachers, collaborative action research
focuses on critical issues in education and
calls for mutual adaptation between or among
the individuals who voluntarily participate.
Subsequently, what they learn, as they
struggle together, puts pressure on them to
change.
The collaboration that takes place among
these individuals is usually defined in relation to the purpose of the action research. For
example, if teacher development is the purpose of the action research, then collaboration
is defined as a partnership between practitioners and supporters outside of the school
(Lieberman, 1986), or, as in the present case,
it may be more specifically defined as the
systematic and intentional inquiry by a small
team of teachers and their university professor-researcher who have joined together to
study the meaning of their respective work
and their respective students' learning.
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The initial goal of collaborative action research is for teachers to become reflective
practitioners. Based upon the theory that
when teachers elect to develop the habits of
mind and the disciplines of inquiry that result from repeated experiences with the action
research process, they not only become more
effective practitioners, but they also become
more fulfilled educators. Such research efforts often begin, not with a hypothesis to test,
but with a wondering: What will happen if?
Transforming these wonderings into a question or several questions is the start of teacher
action research.
Building a rationale for this recent phenomenon, Richard Sagor in his book, How To
Conduct Collaborative Action Research
( 1992), argues that if teaching is to be a profession, then its members must engage in
creative problem-solving through collaboration and must continuously exercise quality
control over their own work rather than continue to work in isolation, being generally
excluded from knowledge production, and
being subjugated to external quality control.
Sager further notes that a review of literature
reveals that such research generally follows
six sequential steps. These include: (a) for-
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mulating a problem; (b) planning for data
collection; (c) collecting the data; (d) analyzing the data; (e) reporting the results; and (f)
taking action. The major purpose of this article then is to provide a background for the
next article, which was written by a teacherresearcher who tells what she learned about
integrated learning and instruction in a seventh-grade classroom in Cheboygan Junior
High School in Cheboygan, Michigan.

A Rationale for Integrating
the Curriculum
For over 25 years, middle level educators
have been engaged in reform. Yet, little effort has been spent on reforming the
curriculum itself. As a result, traditional junior high school curriculum continues to be
"an endless array of facts and skills that are
unconnected, fragmented, and disjointed"
within subject areas or disciplines of knowledge that appear to be "territorial spaces
carved out by academic scholars for their own
purposes" (Beane, 1991, p. 9). As a remedy,
Merenbloom (1991), Beane (1991), Jacobs
(1989), and Alexander (1969) argue that the
curriculum must be responsive to and consistent with the unique developmental needs
and characteristics of early adolescent students and that it must permit young people to
confront personally meaningful questions and
engage in experiences that students can integrate into their own system of meanings.
Such a curriculum should include organized
knowledge, skills, personal development, and
a concern for the individual within a larger
world.
Proceeding from a constructivist view, this
view of the curriculum brings several changes
to the classroom. First, it allows students to
have a voice in curriculum planning. Second, it redefines the role of the teacher from
knowledge gatekeeper and meaning-maker to
guide and facilitator (Beane, 1991). Third, it
extends for several grade levels the whole
language approach emerging at the elementary level. Fourth, it changes the curriculum
delivery system from a daily disciplinary plan
VOLUME

to an extended interdisciplinary thematic unit
plan (Fogarty, 1991; Jacobs, 1989). Thus, in
this context, meaning is no longer imposed
by teachers and required texts, but rather,
meaning is created by students who use their
know ledge and skill to search for answers to
their own questions and concerns.

Creating Interdisciplinary
Thematic Units
Four things must to kept in mind as interdisciplinary units are developed and
implemented. (Hennings, 1997; Martinello &
Cook, 1994; Jacobs, 1989; Kovalic, 1990).
First, units may vary in type. For example,
they may be literature-based, theme-based,
question-driven, or issue-based depending
upon the curricular situation, grade level, and
teacher preference. Next, they may vary in
length and sophistication. Next, units may
vary in degree of integrativeness. For example, Fogarty (1991) demonstrates that unit
development is not a case of one-size-fits-all
by laying out 10 different models of curricular integration on a continuum. Rather, by
looking at the continuum, practitioners can
determine their school's present tolerance for
curriculum integration. Knowing this, practitioners who desire a more integrative
curriculum may then, using this information
as a baseline, plan for both present and future development eventualities. Finally,
practitioners must be aware that some bits of
the curriculum are not suitable for inclusion
in a unit. They must be taught in isolation.
To arrive at a viable process for teaching
graduates and undergraduates in Teacher Education to develop interdisciplinary thematic
units, I synthesized and adapted the procedures of Martinello & Cook ( 1994) and
Jacobs (1989). This adaptation comprises
three stages, having 14 steps or procedures
that are needed to complete the total planning cycle.
Pre-Unit Planning Stage
First, after the school decides where integrated instruction is to take place, e. g., .at
which grade level, teachers form into relevant
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interdisciplinary teams. Second, each team
member analyzes his or her specific subject
area content and generates a list of the topics
with accompanying concepts that are normally taught during the school year. Then,
each member transfers the information to a
common grid or a very large wall chart on
which the months of the school year have
been marked off across the top and subject
areas down the left side. After all team members enter their information under the month
when it is generally taught, the team studies
all entries to determine which topics and concepts may be put together to make logical
units of study. The team then puts the results, i.e., those topics and concepts that can
be taught within a unit, in a sequence to form
the curriculum for the year. The topics and
concepts that do not fit the integrated framework are taught when they are needed as the
year progresses. Once the annual grade level
curriculum is reconfigured into teachable
units, the team is now ready to consider each
unit separately.
Unit Planning Stage
Third, the team carefully studies the interdisciplinary topics to determine a theme
that will encompass the topics and their concepts. Fourth, the team webs or maps the
selected theme and topics to show a hierarchic al relationship among the various
components. Fifth, to guide students as they
search for information and answers to their
questions, the team creates four to eight
overarching questions that include all content
areas that are involved. Sixth, individual
team members select the specific content concepts that will be taught. Seventh, each team
member checks to see if the proposed units
meet the national, state, district, and school
standards and outcomes of his or her subject
area. Adjustments are made if they are necessary. Eighth, after the general sequences
are mapped, individual members search for a
variety of resources for students to explore
as they look for answers to the guiding questions. Ninth, after considering what activities
are needed to keep students actively involved
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in learning, the team brainstorms ideas and
turns the best of these ideas into activities.
Tenth, after a discussion on the expected
outcomes, the team identifies a common set
of content and process objectives. Eleventh,
the team chooses a culminating project, activity, or celebration that will bring the unit
and its many activities to closure. Twelfth,
the team decides what recordkeeping, reporting, and ongoing assessment are needed to
satisfactorily document students' progress.
Thirteenth, the team determines how to organize everything into a coherent unit with
appropriate labeling and keying and decides
who will be responsible for this task.
Post-Planning Stage
Fourteenth, after the unit has been implemented, the team reconvenes to discuss which
areas need to be strengthened, modified, or
deleted and what aspects need further inquiry.
(A simplified form of these procedures and
guiding questions may be seen in Figure 1
on page 36.)

Action Research Participants
In 1996, when four junior high school
teachers (Linda Chase, Emily Lindgren,
Marcia Makela, and Deborah Nightingale)
decided that they wanted to explore the
middle school concept, teaming, and integrated thematic instruction as each applied
to their particular school setting, they took
three deliberate steps. First, to increase their
own knowledge in these areas, they enrolled
in the Master's in Middle Level Education
program at Central Michigan University.
Second, to make their learning more meaningful in their content area literacy course
titled SED 542 Interdisciplinary Processes
and Strategies for Teaching Reading, Writing, Thinking, and Learning, they sought
permission to cooperatively develop an interdisciplinary thematic unit that they would
use later in their own classrooms. Third, to
determine how interdisciplinary thematic instruction affected their students' learning and
their own learning as teachers, they negotiated an independent research course in which
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they and I, as their university professor, would
engage in collaborative action research as
they taught their unit. Two other colleagues
joined the project. Before the research project
began, I also taught the teachers and their
assistant principal the necessary participant
observation and qualitative research techniques to carry out the study.

Student Participants
A convenient sample of 100 seventh-grade
students (N = 100) participated in the study.
The students were predominately Caucasian
males and females who were approximately
13 years old. Because the interdisciplinary
thematic unit was presented as a part of the
regular middle school curriculum, it was anticipated that all students would be involved
in the study. However, a letter was sent to
the parents notifying them of the study and
giving them an opportunity to respond if they
did not want their adolescents to participate.
All students were permitted to participate.

Procedures
The data-gathering instruments used in
these action research studies included observation and interview field notes, inventories,
journals, and documents gathered in the classroom and at the school. All data were coded
as to naturally occurring patterns. The time
frame of the study was about 9 weeks.

Discussion of the Overall Findings
The major findings and conclusions of the
collaborative project are discussed in the following
articles.
However,
all
teacher-researchers reported that the collaborative action research study had been a
meaningful experience. They were convinced
that their junior high school should embrace
the middle school concept with interdisciplinary thematic instruction and that students
should be involved in the planning. They
pledged to continue to build understanding
and consensus so that the whole school and
the community would be committed to a
shared vision.
VOLUME

References
Alexander, W. (1969). The emergent middle
school, 2nd ed. New York: Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston
Beane, J. A. (1991). The middle school: The
natural home of integrated curriculum.
Educational Leadership, 49 (2), 9-13.
Fogarty, R. (1991). The mindful school: How
to integrate the curricula. Palatine,
IL:Skylight.
Hennings, D. G. (1997). Communication in
action: Teaching literature-based
language arts, 6th ed. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Copany.
Jacobs, H. H. (ed.) (1989). Interdisciplinary
curriculum design and implementation. Alexandria, VA: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development.
Lieberman, A. (1986). Collaborative research: Working with, not working
on .... Educational Leadership, 43
(5), 28-32.
Martinello, M. L., & Cook, G. E. (1994).
Interdisciplinary inquiry in teaching
and learning. New York: Macmillian.
Merenbloom, E. Y. (12986). The TEAM
process in the middle school: A
handbook for teachers. Columbus,
OH: National Middle School Association.
Sagor, R. (1992). How to conduct collaborative action research. Alexandria, VA:
Association for Supervision and
Cirriculum Development.

31, No. 1 •

FALL

1998

35

CHEBOYGAN PROJECT: COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH

Figure 1.

Procedures for Creating an Interdisciplinary Thematic Unit
1. Form a workable interdisciplinary team. (What disciplines will the team
and unit include and at what grade level?)
2. Analyze and map the subject area content for a semester or year. (What
content topics and concepts are usually taught at this level in these
content areas?)
3. Develop a theme for the topics to be included in the unit. (What theme
will encompass the interdisciplinary topics that seem to naturally fit
together?)
4. Web or map the selected theme and topics. (How do the topics relate to
the theme?)
5. Create the guiding questions that overarch the included content areas.
(What general questions are needed to guide students as they search for
information and answers to their questions?)
6. Select the specific content to be taught. (What specific concepts for each
topic will be covered?)
7. Check the accepted standards for curricula. Make the necessary adjustments. (What national, state, district, and school standards and outcomes must be met?)
8. Map the general sequences. Find a variety of resources for students to
use as they explore looking for answers to the guiding questions (How
will the topics and concepts be sequenced? What materials and resources will be needed to teach these?)
9. Explore ideas for learning activities. Turn the best of these ideas into
activities (What activities are needed to keep students actively involved in
learning?)
10. Identify the content and process objectives (What are the expected
outcomes?)
11. Choose a culminating project, activity, or celebration (What project will
bring the unit and its many activities to closure?)
12. Decide what record-keeping, reporting, and ongoing assessment are
needed. (How can students' progress be satisfactorily documented?)
13. Organize everything into a coherent unit with appropriate labeling and
keying. (What format will best accommodate the user(s) and at the
same time enhance the developers' hard work?)
14. Evaluate the unit. (What are the strong areas? What are the weak
areas? Which areas need to be strengthened, modified, or deleted? What
aspects need further inquiry?)
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